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Preface 


Several Years ago in the process of studying the history of Chinese 
calligraphy, I discovered the beauty of the structure of Chinese written 
scripts. I was especially drawn to the Oracle Bone Inscription (OBI), 
those pictographic symbols used during the Yin-Shang period (1766- 
1122 BCE). 

From time immemorial, Chinese calligraphy and painting have always 
been interconnected, each inspiring the other. From the age of 
ideographs through post Song-Yuan era, elegant writing styles have 
been created by many renowned calligraphers. It is universally 
acknowledged that these two art forms share the same techniques 
although they are influenced by individual personality and subjective 
esthetics. Statements by Zhao Mengfu (1254-1322) of the Yuan Dynasty: 
"to paint the bamboos one must return to the eight fundamentals of 
calligraphy” and "I came to the realization that writing and painting are 
actually the same ” further confirm this view. 

The distinct characteristics of the pictographic OBI are its syncretism 
between images and writings. Images contain forms, forms become 
words, words convey meanings. Morphologically, the simple, basic yet 
esthetically attractive forms of OBI sparked my creative imagination. 
Since 2009 I have strung OBI into idioms. Through artistic exaggeration 
I transformed word-symbols into images, at the same time conveyed 
thematic meanings with the aid of complementary or contrasting colors. 
My first 10 OBI paintings: "Bright Moon on the 15 th , Yearly Abundance" 
dind"Abundance of Vintage Wines" and others were included in my first 
book 2 . Still, the urge to create more propelled me on. It resulted in a 
total of 40 paintings in this publication. 

Wen-Hsien Wu 

Berkeley, CA, USA, October 1, 2013 


The Art of Wen-Hsien Wu, 2010. PublisherBlurb.com. 
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Art Symbol and Wen-Hsien Wu’s Oracle 
Bone Inscriptions Inspired Paintings 


The 20th century German philosopher Ernst Cassirer (1874-1945) in his 
famous work An Essay on Man stated that man is a symbolic animal (animal 
symbollicum) and art may be defined as a kind of language of symbols 1 . 
Following his path, the American esthetician Susanne K. Langer (1895-1985) 
further stated that "Art is the creation of forms symbolic of human 
feeling" 2 . In other words, the work of art in a broad sense is the expression 
of emotion. This form of expression is art symbol. The basic functional 
ability of art is to use symbols in conveying human emotions 3 . This theory 
of art symbol opened up a new way of thinking in modern esthetics and 
profoundly influenced the development of modern art especially 
Abstractionism. 

In China, the Yin-Shang Oracle Bone Inscriptions (OBI) can be regarded as 
the oldest written language known to date. It is a symbol distilled and took 
shape from living experience. At that time, the inscription already 
possessed not only the characteristics of pictographs and ideographs in the 
construction of Chinese characters, as later noted in Xu Shen's (ca. 58- 
ca.147) Six Calligraphy Style but also evolved into an elegant and stylized 
symbol. Since the late Qing Dynasty, the inscription has been recognized as 
a writing script in addition to the regular, cursive, clerical and seal scripts. 

In the 1950's Mr. Wuji Zhao (1921-2013) was the first artist who used OBI 
in his earlier oil paintings. In these paintings, the inscription-induced 
abstract symbol used as his creative element touched off a great deal of 
excitement in the art world. Now, to look at Wen-Hsien Wu's OBI inspired 
art work, we see his use of a realistic approach to deal with the OBI 
symbols. Wu strung words into idioms; expressed their meaning emotions 


1 cf. Cassirer, An Essay on Man (Yale University Press, 1944) 

2 cf. Langer, Philosophy in a New Key (Harvard University Press, 1942) 

3 See above 
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using exaggeration, reconstruction and elaboration in the images. His 
simple and guileless forms and the use of bright contrasting and 
complementary colors have created a unique style of his own. In "Hundred 
Flowers in Bloom", the array of colorful flowers are shown against the 
transformed OBI symbols. Flowers and inscription become 
undistinguishable yet mutually enhancing. In "Rare Flowers and Grass", two 
cartoon-like characters are created from OBI symbol. Among colorful 
flowers and grass, they gaze at a nameless flowering tree evoking a sense 
of naivete, humor and childlike joy. "Reputation Spreading Beyond Four 
Seas" brings us to a huge ship at sea. The sky is a world map with an 
ingeniously inserted flying man at the upper-right corner symbolizing 
reputation". In "Fish Swimming in Drizzling Rain", Wu used subtle, misty 
colors and simple composition. The two characters for "light rain" floating 
on a grayish blue sky, while fish swimming in dark blue water hinting the 
spirit of Zen. In Wu's works, he interweaves OBI symbols, meaning of the 
idioms and creative sentience to express his life experience and inner 
feelings. We can also see how he has combined the ancient OBI with his 
rich imagination to create a multi-colored and multi-faceted symbolic world 
of his own. 


Heshi Yu 


New Jersey, October 2013 
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Bright Autumn Moon in Clear Sky 
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Happiness Is When the Mountain Meets the Creek 
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Drink to the Bright Moonlight 














Watching Sunrise on Tai Mountain 
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Another World in the Urn 
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About the Artist 


Wen-Hsien Wu, MD, MS, a recent resident of Berkeley, 
California, originally from Shanghai, China, aside from 
establishing himself as a renowned academician in 
science and medicine, has also developed great passion 
for the arts. However, it wasn't until after the 
completion of his medical education in Taiwan that he 
began studying formally traditional Chinese painting in 
1958 and it wasn't until 1991 when he was able to 
resume painting on a regular basis. For the past two 
decades Wen has departed from his early traditional 
Chinese brush and ink style to light, form, color, abstract 
and expressionistic water color and acrylic paintings, 
blending techniques from eastern and western styles. 

He also does traditional Chinese calligraphy and seal 
carvings which are integrated into his artworks. 

During Wen's extensive travels throughout the world 
and within the United States, Wen has created over 
1900 sketches. Most of his paintings are final products 
from these sketches. He developed an innate style as 
shown in a series of paintings based on "city scenes'' in 
another of his art book, "The Art of Wen-Hsien Wu". In 
this book, he completed his series of paintings of Oracle 
Bone Inscription. 

Wen Wu's works have been extensively exhibited in 
juried shows and have won many awards. 



Wen-Hsien Wu, MD, MS, was born in Shanghai, China. Since his retirement in 
2005, he has devoted his time and energy to art after a long and illustrious career 
in academic medicine. 

This book includes 40 color plates integrating the oldest written language, Oracle 
Bone Inscription, meaning of selected Chinese idioms and interpretive visual 
images. 

In 1958, Wen-Hsien graduated from the National Taiwan University Medical 
School. He was a Tenured Professor at New York University Medical School, the 
Anesthesiology Chief at the Veteran's Hospital in Manhattan, and Chairman and 
Professor of Anesthesiology and Pharmacology at the University of Medicine and 
Dentistry of New Jersey. 

Some of his notable achievements include developing a new radioimmunoassay 
methodology to measure nanogram quantities of the posterior pituitary 
hormone, establishing an independent interdisciplinary pain management center 
(1981) incorporating acupuncture and He-Ne laser irradiation in Western 
methods of pain control, and confirming short-term analgesia and long-term anti¬ 
depressant effects of Qi Gong. From 1989-1998, he systematically introduced 
pain medicine to the medical professionals in the PROC and Taiwan. 



Wen-Hsien Wu, MD, Sun-Hoo Foo, MD and Chi-Tung Yang, MD are schoolmates of 
National Taiwan University Medical School. It is karma that they met in New York 
City unexpectedly. Both of them are so enthused by Wen-Hsien's talent and 
creativity that they decided to produce together this art book to capture his 
imagination and achievements. The artwork shows Wen-Hsien's evolving into an 
outstanding and unique artist. 

Phyllis Liu, BA, MS.Lib, also alumnus of National Taiwan University, is instrumental 
in the editing and translation of the text. 

Wen-Hsien's example shows us that with dedication and passion, anything could 
be accomplished. 
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